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Overview

UATEMALA ISA COUNTRY of paradoxes. Its
G spectacul ar landscape has provided aback-

drop for some of the most horrific human
rightsviolationsin the Western Hemisphere. It isthe
only nation in Latin Americawith an Indian majority.
But Guatemal & sindigenous population, the Maya, has
historically been the object of avirulent racism that
hasleft it with some of thelowest social indicatorsin
the hemisphere. Power in the country isvestedin a
small elite primarily of European origin and in the
ladinos, aterm that applies both to persons of mixed
Indian—European descent and to acculturated indig-
enous people. Guatemalaisrich in natural resources.
But recent decades of political struggle have retarded
itseconomic growth.

ThisHighlightsforms part of usaiD’s Center for

Devel opment I nformation and Evaluation ( CDIE) mul-
ticountry evaluation of gender issuesin postconflict
societies. The assessment examines the effects
Guatemala spolitical violence of the early 1980s had
on women and gender issuesin the country. A five-
woman team of two U.S.—based scholarsand threelo-
cal researchers performed fieldwork in the country in
February and March 2000. The team compiled its
findingsin aWorking Paper, also called “ Aftermath:
Women and Gender I ssuesin Postconflict Guatemaa.”
That report can be found online at www.dec.org/
partners/dexs public.

A Country Riven
By Two | deologies

In 1954 Guatemala's leftist and democratically
el ected president was overthrown by the anticommu-
nist, CIA-backed National Liberation Movement. That
coup and the 1962 rise of aMarxist guerrillaopposi-
tion set the stage for two generations of political vio-
lence.

After 1954 the state became militarized, highly
exclusionary, and antidemocratic. It systematically 1)
closed off political spaceto political and social move-
mentsthat challenged the status quo, 2) promoted a
system of multiple social exclusions, 3) tilted the bal-
ance of power between the legislative and judicial
branches of the government to the benefit of the mili-
tary/executivebranch, and 4) used repression asasub-
stitutefor law.”

Guatemala' s armed struggle lasted from 1960
through 1996. Though repression characterized the
entire era,the type and severity of violence applied
against the population varied over time. Themost con-
centrated violence occurred during 1978-85, aperiod

“Two separate human rights reports recently concluded that state
forces were responsible for about 90 percent of the atrocities com-
mitted during 1990-96, with guerrilla groups responsible for the
balance. One report estimates that some 200,000 people died or
disappeared during confrontations in those years.
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that put an imprint of terror on the country that re-
mainstoday. From thelate 1970s, the guerrillashad a
substantial presencein certain parts of theland. The
army believed that the popular resi stance enjoyed sup-
port among the Mayapopulation. Thissituation elic-
ited the different governments’ wholesal e assaullt,
which devastated thelargely indigenous highlands.

State repression and violence accel erated sharply
during 1981-82, corresponding to ascorched-earth
campaigninaugurated by Gen. Efrain RiosMontt. This
periodisreferredto simply
aslaviolencia. RiosMontt

of government has steadily gained power. In Decem-
ber 1996 the government and the Guatemal an National
Revolutionary Unity signed the Peace Accords, offi-
cialy ending the country’ s 36-year civil war.

Effects of the War
On Women

Psychological and
Physical Ramifications

took power in a March
1982 coup and washimself
overthrown in August
1983. Estimates of the
number of Guatemalans
displaced during his cam-
paign, either internally or
beyond the country’ s bor-
ders, rangefrom 500,000 to
1.5 million.” By 1983 the
army had routed thearmed
resistance, and by itsown
count had eliminated 440
indigenous villages en-
tirely. Anestimated 20,000
Guatemalansdiedviolently
during 1981-83. Upwards
of 80 percent of them were
Maya.

In the early to mid-
1980s there was interna-
tional pressure for thearmy to return Guatemalato a
civiliangovernment. In 1985t did so, determining that
theguerrillamovement was sufficiently weakened. The
next year, Marco Vinicio Cerezo Arévalo, head of the
Christian Democratic Party, wasinaugurated president,
thefirst civilian electedinafreeandfair election since
the 1950s. Also in 1986, the national assembly held
elections and promulgated a new constitution. Al-
though Cerezo and his successorswerelimited intheir
autonomy fromthearmy, thecivilian executive branch

"Guatemala’s current population is 12 million. The variation in
the estimates of refugees reflects the changing nature of displace-
ment. About 150,000 people sought safety in Mexico. Fewer fled
to Belize, Honduras, the United States, and Canada. Many inter-
nally displaced people hid in the mountains. Others sought the
relative anonymity and safety of Guatemala City. But an over-
whelming magjority of the war’ s victims remained in their villages.

* A human rightsreport compiled
alist of psychophysical and
emotional ailmentsthat continued
to plaguewitnesses and victims of
state-sponsored violence up to two
decades after the acts themselves.
Theseincluded sensations of
sadness, prolonged mourning,
psychosomatic problems, eating
disorders, and feelings of
injustice, helplessness, isolation,
and lonéliness.’

Because most of the
protagonists in Guate-
mala sarmed conflict were
men, so were most of the
victims of state violence.
But about 25 percent of the
direct victims of human
rightsviolationsand acts of
violence were women.
They wereraped, tortured,
and killed, sometimes be-
cause of their ideals and
political or socid participa-
tion, sometimesin massa-
cresor other indiscriminate
acts. Thousands of women
werewidowed and thusbe-
came the sole breadwin-
nersfor their children. Y et
because of the destruction
of their homes and crops
under the scorched-earth
policy, these women often had no material resources.

Women who witnessed violence or lost family
members continueto suffer psychological and physi-
cal ailments, or tristeza—literally the embodiment of
suffering, or suffering incorporated. A human rights
report compiled alist of psychophysical and emotional
ailmentsthat continued to plague witnesses and vic-
tims of state-gponsored violence up to two decades after
the actsthemselves. Theseincluded sensations of sad-
ness, prolonged mourning, psychosomatic problems,
eating disorders, and feelings of injustice, helplessness,
isolation, and loneliness.

Sexual violence was a common strategy of the
counterinsurgency forcesin the early 1980s. When
womenwere captured and raped by soldiers, they were




often forced to cook and clean for them afterward.
Sexually enforced servitude humiliated and broke
women down both emotionally and physically. The
guilt and shame of rape victims, compounded by Maya
and Latin cultural mores, prevent women from seek-
ing help for thetristezabrought by their assault. Rape
isalmost never discussed openly in Guatemala. Vic-
tims, likefemalevictims of violencein general, are
morelikely to be sharp, impatient, and abusivetoward
their children. Thus, they passto the next generation
theindirect consequencesof theviolencethey suffered.

“citiesof women,” villageswhere adult maleswere
absent. Though the effectsweremainly pernicious, the
situation did, in some instances, open new political
space for women. Somewidows' organizations ad-
dressed the economic and social needs of Maya
women.

Theuseand misuseof alcohol arecommoninrural
Guatemal a. Drunkennessisacustomary component
of thetraditiond fiestasystem. But excessive consump-
tion outside traditional venues hasincreased in the

wake of theviolence of the

The processof grieving
thelossof loved oneskilled
during the war in Guate-
malais acute. In psycho-
logical terms, themourning
for aperson who has dis-
appeared is more attenu-
ated than the mourning for
someone known to be dead,
even when the latter died
violently. WithinMayacul-
ture, even among orthodox
Catholicsand Protestants,
theliving have an ongoing
relationship with the dead.
For survivors, thisessential
relationship cannot bereal-
ized fully until thelost relative is known to be dead
and theremainsare put to rest properly.

Mayasociety in particular (and Guatemalan soci-
ety in general) is extremely patriarchal. Religious
brotherhoods, councils of male elders, and kinship
networks form the bases of local power and identity.
In making thetransition from wife to widow, women
lost their statusrelativeto their husbands . Mayawid-
ows sometimes|ost their placeswithin thelocal hier-
archies of kinship. In traditional Mayasociety, wid-
owsdo normally have asanctioned status within the
community, wherethey enjoy respect and support. But
theviolenceof thewar stigmatized many widows. As
aresult, they did not receive the economic and emo-
tional helpthey needed fromtheir villagesand extended
families.

M ost Guatemal an widows do not remarry. Many
cannot find suitable and willing matesamong a pool
of men shrunk by killings and disappearances. The
violence was so pervasivethat, in effect, it left some

‘Theviolencewas so pervasive
that, in effect, it left some* cities
of women,” villageswhereadult

maleswere absent. Though the

effectswere mainly pernicious,
thesituation did, in some
instances, open new political
space for women.’

early 1980s. Thisisequally
true of both witnesses to
violence and perpetrators
of it—men who served in
thecivil patrols, thearmy,
or the guerrillaforces. A
study conducted for the
Guatemalan army shows
that upwards of 50 percent
of discharged soldiersbe-
came full-blown alcohol-
ics. Malewitnessesor vic-
timsof violence are more
likely than nonvictims or
femalesto drink heavily.
Theincreasein malealco-
holism hasresultedinarise
inwifeand child abuse. Among Mayawomen before
thewar, alcoholism wasrare. But by the 1990s, an-
thropol ogists have noted, regul ar drinking to escape
grief and other suffering had become common among
women.

Infamily life, Guatemal an women continue to suf-
fer thelong-term effects of laviolencia. There seems
to be acorrelation between military service and the
incidenceof family violence. Womenwhose husbands
returned from the guerrillaforces or military service
suffer the double burden of dealing with malefamily
memberswho are al so affected by traumaand who
also must readapt to lifewithin the family.

In 1996 Guatemalapromul gated astrongly worded
law against family violence. But certain cultural con-
straints prevent such decreesfrom havingteeth. There
isaprevailing conception among Ladinosand Maya
alikethat women are, at somelevel, the property of
men. There also isastereotype that women who pro-
voke aggression from their companions bring it on




themselves. That view |egitimizes violence against
women, evenintheeyesof law-enforcement officials.

A 1998 U.S. State Department human rightsre-
port identified intrafamily violence, and particularly
violence against women, as a serious human rights

problemin Guatemala. Inthelate 1990s, UsaID/Gua
temalainitiated support of somewomen’ s organiza-
tions that champion women’ s rights in the face of
abuse. Despite such efforts, family violence and sexual
violence against women remain “silent crimes” that
lie outside current model s of healing and recovery.

Many effects of violence arelong term and hold
the potential to be passed from one generationto the
next. The manifestations of the culture of violence
areparticularly evident infamily behavior—inabuse,
beating, spousal rape, and alcoholism. The perpetra-
torsand the victims themsel ves may not understand
thisto be the embedded consequence of years of civil
violence. Inthisregard, agender-oriented responseis
clearly called for, not only for women but also for
men to receive the training and counseling they need
to cease abusivelifestyles.

TheEconomic Aftermath

Therural, primarily indigenouswomenwho re-
mained in their villages during the armed struggles
faced nearly insurmountabl e obstaclesin reestablish-
ing livesfor themselvesand their surviving families
without malefamily members. Their economic plight
wassevere. Thescorched-earth policy, by design, de-
stroyed principal crops. Thesmall livestock thefami-
liesowned were often | ost, stolen, or killed. Because
thedivision of labor in Mayasociety dictatesthat men
cultivate subsistence crops and migrate perennially
to the southern coast for seasonal labor, women were
forced to absorb the costs of hiring men to help them
tend their fields, or assumethejob themselves. Inthe
latter scenario, women took on “men’slabor” in ad-
ditionto their traditional domestic tasks.

Since laviolencia, women heading households
have tried, with limited success, to branch out into
commercia agricultura production. Thisexpansion
has aggravated tensions over traditional patrilineal
land conveyances and ownership patterns. Though
women arelegally permitted to holdtitletoland, their
accessis hampered by custom, widespread illiteracy,
and ignorance of thelaw. Moreover, many women,

and widowsin particular, lack accessto credit because
of the requirement that fathers or husbands cosign
loans.

Although most Guatemalan women continueto live
inrural areas, thecivil violence and the worsening of
rural poverty inthe war’ swake in the early 1980s
promoted migration to the city—a pattern that con-
tinues. In 1990, 39 percent of Guatemalan women
lived and worked in urban areas, compared with 37
percent of men. The vast majority of female urban
migrants are employed in domestic work and, to a
lesser extent, the serviceindustries.

The Gender -Specific
Experienceof Exile

During 198183, some 46,000 Guatemalanswere
registered and received refugee aid from the Mexican
government and the UN High Commissioner for Refu-
gees. People from many different Mayaand Ladino
cultural backgroundswere brought together in the
refugee camps, wheremany also had, for thefirst time,
the means and support to become organized and had
accesstotraining, education, health care, and human
rights.

Some specific training went to women. They par-
ticipated in courseson literacy, reproductive health,
human rights, and women’ s educational rights. Many
asolearned Spanish for thefirst time (many isolated
Mayaspeak only the Mayan tongue), along with the
basic ability to read and write. In the Mexican camps,
refugee women worked together in small-scale pro-
duction projects. Through these they earned income
and built self-esteem, along with amodicum of lever-
agewithin family life.

In 1990, MamaM aquin wasestablished, thefirst
forma women’ sorganization for femal e Guatemalan
refugeesin the Mexican stateswherethey lived. The
association aimed to go beyond organizing women
on aproject-by-project basisand to analyzetheir sta-
tusaswomen within their families and communities.
By 1993, there were two more organizationswith a
similar mission.

Many familieslearned hard lessons of gender eg-
uity during the yearsin refugee campsin Mexico.
Women were aggressively offered training and em-
powerment through international aid organizations.




Therewashopethat women would bring the new ex-
periencesand skillsthey had acquired asrefugeesback
to Guatemala. But after the resettlement of refugees
beganin thelate 1980sthe gender training in the camps
waslost in the process of reintegration. First, women
lost touch with one another and thustheir social net-
work for motivation and support. Second, because
their husbands failed to receive similar training,
women tended to berel egated to asubordinate status
upontheir families returnto Guatemala Finaly, the
commitment to reconstructing their livestended to
exhaust thereturnees time
and relegate them to con-

Civilian Security in
Rural and Urban Society

Although strongman RiosMontt’ s scorched-earth
policy burned aswath of human and physical devas-
tation so broad that many socia scientists have deemed
it genocide, hisregime also brought a period of en-
forced peacetothecountryside. Many Guatemal ans
view thiswith ambivalence. Many rural Guatemalans
recall the spring 1982 passage of Rios Montt’s Am-
nesty Law asawatershed, when political violence be-

came more targeted and

ventional domestic chores.

This same pattern
seemsthe casein families
that went into internal ex-
ile and became part of the
Communities of Popula-
tions in Resistance. The
CPRs were made up of
peasant familieswho fled
their homes in the early
1980s and established co-
vert mobilecommunitiesin
the remote areas of north-
ern El Quiché. Part of the
Guatemalan population
displaced by stateviolence,
theseinternal exileshad no
accessto international re-
lief or any legal status as
refugees.

A “hidden” category of refugeesisthethousands
of indigenouswomen who sought refuge from politi-
cal violenceintheanonymity of thecity. Whilemany
arestill identifiable asindigenous, others have cho-
sen“ladinozation” asasurvival strategy. Suchwomen
are undetectable to most local and international agen-
ciesthat work for and with female victims of thewar.

Anadditional stressonfamiliesinthecitiesisthe
pressure to relinquish Indian identity. Some urban
migrantsassimilateto avoid discrimination. For many
othersthelossof cultural identity isahighly undesir-
ablesideeffect of displacement. Thelossof cultureis
particularly stressful for women; many believethey
havefailed tofulfil their socially prescribed rolesas
purveyorsof tradition, culture, and identity.

* Someurban migrantsassimilate
toavoid discrimination. For
many otherstheloss of cultural
identity isa highly undesirable
side effect of displacement. The
lossof cultureisparticularly
stressful for women; many
believethey havefailed to fulfil
their socially prescribed rolesas
purveyorsof tradition, culture,
and identity.’

lessrandom and capricious.
Likewise, during the Rios
Montt administration, ran-
domurbanviolencedimin-
ished precipitously.

With thereturnto civil-
ian government in 1986,
however, civilian security
began to spiral out of con-
trol, especially as dis-
charged members of the
former security forces
entered civilian society. By
themid-1990s, socid Setis-
ticsplaced Guatemala City
second only to Bogotain
per capita violent crimes
among Latin American
cities.

Rural areas also experienced anincreasein crime,
including banditry, during this period, particularly
along major highwaysand in tourist centers. Civilian
security continuesto be an appealing political issue
in Guatemal a, as evidenced by the continuing popu-
larity of RiosMontt in political polls. Security con-
cerns accounted for the dominance of hisparty, the
Guatemalan Republican Front, in the 1999 presiden-
tial and national assembly elections.

Women in the
Political Arena
Theviolence of the early 1980s pushed an unprec-

edented number of Mayaand Ladinawomenintothe
political arena. Theimmediate cause of political mo-




bilization usually was trauma: the loss or disappear-
ance of aloved one, or the economic and social de-
mands of widowhood. Indeed, the most important na-
tional and local women'’ s organizations havetheir ori-
ginsintrauma. In contemporary Guatemala, human
rightsand gender are entwined issuesin most women’s
organizations.

A proportionally fair number of women servein
elected officesat the departmental and national levels.
Women arelesswell represented in municipal gov-
ernment. Women'’ s voter participation isrelatively
high. In the presidential

When the effects of laviolenciaand thelong civil
war have dissipated, will there be political spacefor
womenin civil society? Will women bewilling to en-
ter the public sphereif they nolonger perceive politics
as an extension of the domestic sphere? Thereis po-
litical will to suggest that both these questions can be
answered affirmatively.

The Peace Accordsinclude specific agreementsthat
addresstherights of women. Rios Soto callsthem “the
floor on which ahouse can be built.” Since 1996, the
national assembly has publicized an array of lawsup-

holding women'’s rights

election held at the end of
1999, women accounted
for 48 percent of the votes
in the first round and 35
percent in the second
round. Nevertheless, many
women vote as their hus-
bandsinstruct them.

TheNational Coordina-
tion of Widows of Guate-
mala (Conavigua), the
country’ slargest women's
organization, emerged asa
support groupin 1988 and
now claims more than
14,000 Mayaand Ladina
membersnationwide. The
human rightsNGO Associa
tion for Workers' Rights (GAM) includesmeninits
activities, but itsmembershipisprimarily female. Its
organizational prominence has catapulted asurviving
founder, Nineth Montenegro, into the national politi-
cal arena. The same process has made smaller local
organi zations a source of women’ sempowerment to-
ward socia and political advancement in civil society.

A second avenueinto politicsfor women hasbeen
through direct family connections: awoman entersinto
politics because of theinfluence of aprominent hus-
band or father. In such cases, thewomanislargely a
proxy for adeceased male family member (such as
when Nobel Peace Prize winner RigobertaMenchu
entered politicsafter thedeaths of her father, brothers,
and mother) or asan adjunct to apowerful malefam-
ily member (such as Rios Montt’ sdaughter, Zury Rios
Soto, now a powerful leader in the national assembly).

: Nearly every woman political
figurethe cplE team interviewed
maintainsthat thelagin basic
education for girlsisthe greatest
source of gender inequalityin
Guatemala. Nevertheless, even
for women in politics, gender
seems a secondary category of
analysis, behind ethnicity or non-
gender-related political ideology.’

withinthefamily, their pro-
tection against family vio-
lence, and their rights to
own and sell land. There
also has been some politi-
cal will to create aperma-
nent national institute of
women to guarantee that
women' srightsareaprior-
ity infuturelegidation and
policy planning at the na-
tional level. In May 2000
the SecretariadelaMujer
(Secretariat of Women)
wascreated by government
decree.

Even so, women'’s or-
ganizations feel short-
changed, because asecre-
tariat (in contrast to an institute) depends directly on
the executive branch of government. Female activists
across Guatemala s political spectrum question the
political will of male policymakerstoward creating
meaningful legislation and social policy furthering
women'’ srights, evenin basic areas such aseducation
and health.

Most women prominent in politics consider gen-
der questionsmost important wherethey intersect with
larger conceptions of social justice, such associal rec-
onciliationand political devel opment. Common points
of juncture include issues such as human rights and,
most emphatically, educationfor girls—anissueraised
by nearly every woman political figure thecbIE team
interviewed. They maintain that thelagin basic edu-
cation for girlsisthe greatest source of gender ineg-




uity in Guatemala. Nevertheless, even for womenin
politics, gender seemsasecondary category of analy-
sis, behind ethnicity or non-gender-related political
ideology.

Despite some promising and tangible signs of ad-
vancement, many obstacles prevent women’ srejuve-
nation inthewake of Guatemala slongwar. Despitea
host of rights specified in the Peace Accordsand some
significant social will toward correcting Guatemala' s
deep-rooted racism, many still labor under the double
stigmaof being indigenous and being women. Thisis
truest of the victimsof violence of the 1980s. Y et be-
cause nearly 20 years have passed sincetheworst civil
violence, policy must also be directed toward those
women whose posttraumatic stressis not so apparent
in contemporary civil society.

Recommendations

USAID hasacoherent program to assist women who
were directly affected by the violence of the early
1980s. The Agency has supported many projectsthat
specifically support the gender-rel ated needs of wid-
ows, returnees, and other direct victims of the violence.
USAID should carefully monitor those projectsto en-
surethat other international resources do not overly
dictate the programmatic mandates of the projects, iso-
late the leadership of grass-rootswomen’ sorganiza-
tionsfrom their core membership, or generate exces-
sive dependence on external assistance.

1. usaID should consider the long-term conse-
guencesof violence. The effects of Guatemala s con-
flict are embedded deeply inits people. Most adults
cannot remember atime beforethe government wasat
war with its people. In promoting social reconciliation
incivil society, the Agency must takeinto full account
the effects of state-sponsored violence; itsdirect and
indirect consequences must be incorporated in pro-
grammatic planning. To that end, usaiD should sup-
port organizationsthat address conflict resolution, cul-
tural reconstruction, long-term mental-health issues
among victims, and personal security for women and
children.

2. The Agency should support local programs. The
violence has brought to thefore many problemsthat
will continue troubling Guatemal an communities un-
til they aretackled decisively. Becauseit is often most
effectiveto confront deeply ingrained problemsfrom
aculturally appropriate perspective, UsaiD should
identify and support local programsthat work effec-
tively inthefollowing areas: alcoholism, family vio-
lence, sexual crimes, conflict resolution, cultural re-
construction, poverty (especially among Maya), the
variouscausesof thewar, long-term grief and depres-
sion, and cultural lossresulting from urban migration
and displacement.

3. Whilewomen'’ sissues should be addressed with
great purpose and specificity, usaiD shouldtakecare
to avoid “ghettoizing” solutions. Gender or
“women’s” projects should not be overemphasi zed at
the expense of other areasof need. Thisrecommenda-
tion stemsfrom the complaint that women’ sorganiza-
tionsrarely receive funding for projectsthat are not
overtly “women specific,” even when such projects
have clear but implicit gender implications. Thereis
also evidence that some organizations have used the
rhetoric of gender to gain outside funding, even when
gender isnot truly aprimary (or even secondary) em-
phasis of their work.

4. usalID shouldwork to realizethefull potential
of itsgender-mainstreaming mandate. A truly gen-
der-specific response demands recourse for both
women and men. (Theabsenceof meningender train-
ing, for example, hampered the status of women refu-
gees upon their return to Guatemala.) Though usaiD/
Guatemalashould take pridein its support of many
programsthat addressthe immediate needs of Maya
war widows, it could strengthen itsprogrammatic sup-
port in dealing with thewar’ s secondary effects, par-
ticularly regarding traumatized men. Until the effects
of theconflict onmen areal so addressed directly, the
adverse situation of women canimproveonly incre-
mentally.
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